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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR 
Xeroderma Pigmentosum, Photosensitivity, and Risk for Skin Cancer 
To the Ed itor: 
Norris et al (1] provided much useful data about immunologic pa-
rameters in patients with xeroderma pigmentosum (XP), Cock-
ayne's syndrom.e (CS), and trichothiodystrophy (TTD) . They also 
mentioned th e fasc inating association between some TTD cases and 
XP complementation group D . Regrettably , although their TTD 
patient's cells exhibited sufficiently low unscheduled DNA synthe-
sis (15%) for complementation studies, their ability to complement 
XP-D cells was not reported . Is this information now available? 
A major objective of this communication is to stress a point about 
XP patients that is sometimes overlooked: they are nor photosensiti11e 
in th e sense that dermatologists understand the term. Instead, pa-
tients exhibit what might be called sun sensitivity, as evidenced by 
development of extensive deeply pigmented freckles after minimal 
sun exposure, and early onset of multiple skin tumors. In fact, severe 
photosensitivity might be a blessing: it would ensure early diagnosis 
of the disease, and conscientious avoidance of sunlight by the pa-
tient. The occurrence of photosensitivity in CS and some TTD 
patients is consistent with their not being at increased risk for skin 
cancer. 
The above topic was discussed earlier [2], and l speculated that 
perhaps photosensitive persons are at decreased risk for skin cancer. In 
the ensuing years, I have been unable to locate published evidence, 
pro or con, for this concept. If any reader has such information, I 
will appreciate receiving it. Perhaps multicenter studies such as the 
treatment of erythropoietic protoporphyria with beta-carotene (3] 
shou ld be re-examined for incidence of skin cancer in photosensi-
tive subjects . Another beneficial sequela of photosensitivity should 
be reduction in aging of the skin of lightly pigmented persons. Has 
anyone looked at this? 
John A. Johnson, Ph.D. 
D epartments of Internal Medicine/Dermatology and Biochemistry 
University of N ebraska Medical Center 
Omaha, Nebraska 
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REPLY 
To the Editor: 
We are grateful for the opportunity to reply to Dr. Johnson's letter. 
Although xeroderma pigmentosum patients are not photosensitized 
by an exogenous chromophore, slower repair of the endogenous 
chromophore DNA [1] is responsible for undoubted cutaneous pho-
tosensitil;ity. Thus, it is a widely documented clinical observation 
that from early childhood many xeroderma pigmentosum patients 
experience exaggerated sunburn reactions sometimes associated 
with blistering and often resolving slowly over severa l days (2- 7~ 
Martensrein [8} first confirmed increased and delayed cutaneous 
erythemal responses to ultraviolet (UV) radiation by phototesting. 
and several other workers have subsequently also demonstrated ah-
norm.al sensitivity in the 280- 340 nm waveband and a delay in 
induction of minimal erythema to 48-72 h (4 ,6,7,9 -11]. (Interesr-
ing ly, the cutaneous responses to monochromatic UVB irradiatio 
in DNA-repair defective Cockayne's syndrome can be indi~rin­
gui shable from those in xeroderma pigmentosum"'). We belteve, 
therefore, that xeroderma pigmentosum patients are no less moti-
vated to avoid sunlight th an patients with other non-cancer-pron~ 
photosensi tive disorders such as Cockayne's syndrome and rri-
chothiodystrophy. 
Paul G. Norris , M .A., M.R.C.P. 
John L.M. H awk, F.R. C.P. 
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